
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

No temptation has seized you that isn’t common for people. But God is faithful. 

He won’t allow you to be tempted beyond your abilities. Instead, with the 

temptation, God will also supply a way out so that you will be able to endure it. (1 

Corinthians 10:13) 

  

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will 

not fear though the earth gives way, though the mountains be moved into the 

heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble 

at its swelling. (Psalm 46:1-3) 

  

Come to me, all you who are struggling hard and carrying heavy loads, and I will 

give you rest. Put on my yoke, and learn from me. I’m gentle and humble. And you 

will find rest for yourselves. My yoke is easy to bear, and my burden is light. 

(Matthew 11:28-30) 

 

  
Let me begin this sermon by saying that one of the worst of the “half truths” is this one we 

examine today: “God doesn’t give you more than you can handle!” For the life of me, I don’t 

know where in the Bible people find this pernicious phrase. Indeed, in contrast, I firmly believe 

our scriptures tell us, “Life gives you more than you can handle—and that’s when you need 

God.” I’ll give you many examples later in this sermon.  

  

Through Adam Hamilton’s book we’re looking at some common platitudes of faith. Sometimes 

we see them on bumper stickers. Sometimes we hear them from well-meaning family members 

or friends. And perhaps some of you may say these phrases to others. 

  

Often these popular phrases of faith are casually said without really thinking through what they 

mean. In fact, some folks think these phrases come straight from the Bible, when they are 

nowhere to be found in scripture. So we are going to take a close look at these popular phrases 

and test them with scripture. My hope is that this study will help us think deeper about our faith. 

I also hope it will help us think biblically about some of the popular theology in our culture.  
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The truth is, a lot of the popular clichés of faith that we hear are not biblical. But most clichés 

suffer from having the wrong home. People are surprised to find that at no time in the movie 

Casablanca does Rick ever say, “Play it again, Sam.” It is also surprising to know that in over 79 

Star Trek episodes and six movies, no one ever actually says, “Beam me up, Scotty.” OK, I date 

myself. Still, people often make wrong assumptions about the sources of many clichés. 

  

Today we take a look at another faith cliché that many people think comes from the Bible: “God 

never gives you more than you can handle.” Well-meaning folks often say this to others in the 

time of stress or suffering. Maybe someone has said this to you: “Don’t worry. God won’t give 

you more than you can handle.” In other words, “Everything will be alright. God wouldn’t have 

given you this trial if you couldn’t get through it.” 

  

I cringe when I hear people say that. I know people are trying to be helpful, but it really sounds 

like a taunt, like we are not measuring up in life. Let’s be honest. When we hear that, we feel 

“less than” because we think we should be able to handle our pain and suffering: “Something 

must be wrong with me. If I was a good Christian, I would be able to handle this. Why can’t I 

handle it?”  

  

People intending to encourage us with this cliché really end up discouraging us. What’s worse is 

that this phrase can cause us to ignore our suffering and pain and believe that we can handle 

everything ourselves. And that’s just unhealthy and the opposite of what our faith teaches us. 

The bottom line is that the Bible never says that “God will never give you more than you can 

handle.” It’s not in there because it is not true. The truth is there will be times in life when you 

will feel like you can’t handle what life is throwing at you. That’s normal, because we can’t 

make it on our own. 

  

Could you imagine saying to an inmate at Auschwitz, “Don’t worry; God never gives you more 

than you can handle”? Or what about the parents whose children are killed in a car accident? Or 

someone who has just been diagnosed with cancer or someone who is suffering from depression 

or an anxiety disorder? Like a wise sage said about this tired phrase, “Those who have suffered 

nervous breakdowns didn’t get the memo that God never gives you more than you can handle.” 

  

So if this phrase does not come from the Bible, then where does it come from? Some of you will 

be shocked to hear that more than likely this phrase comes from folks who have misunderstood 

the Bible and taken scripture out of context. People who use this phrase will often mistakenly 

point to a passage in 1st Corinthians: “No temptation has seized you that isn’t common for 

people. But God is faithful. He won’t allow you to be tempted beyond your abilities. Instead, 

with the temptation, God will also supply a way out so that you will be able to endure it.”
1
 

  

Paul is talking about temptation here, not suffering, pain, tragedy or burdens. He’s basically 

saying that we will never face a temptation we cannot resist. God will always give us strength to 

resist temptation. 

  

But that is a far cry from saying that we will never suffer a burden that we can’t handle on your 

own. In fact, the Bible tells us the exact opposite. The Bible tells us that we will suffer burdens in 

life that we can’t handle on our own. Throughout the Bible we find people who suffered burdens 
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that were overwhelming and too much for them to handle on their own. This phrase is untrue, 

unbiblical and can be extremely cruel. In an online forum, a pastor was taking on this belief and 

challenging it as bad theology. In the comments section of that post was the following: 

  

I have been having a very hard time with that scripture and feeling like a failure as 

a Christian because I felt like I am not strong enough. I lost my sister to cancer 

and then my baby sister in a wreck and this June I lost my oldest child and 

everyone kept saying God would not put more on me than I could bear. Tonight I 

decided to start searching to see if it was scripture and it helped to take away the 

guilt of feeling like a bad Christian because I am having such a hard time dealing 

with the loss of my child. It is cruel to tell those who suffer that “God will never 

give you more than you can handle.” All it does is compound their suffering with 

more suffering because the only conclusion they can make is that they are to 

blame. They think, “I must have done something wrong. Because if God would 

not give me this burden unless I could bear it, then it is my fault I am 

overwhelmed and hurt. I should be able to handle this!”  

  

So friends, take a cue from Adam Hamilton and don’t ever say this to people. If you have said it, 

please stop saying it. And those of you who have been told this and your faith is broken because 

of it, please hear this: God did not give you your pain and suffering. God loves you and would 

never do that. I also want you to know that you are not supposed to handle life on your own. 

That’s why all of us need God.  

  

The problem with the phrase “God will never give you more than you can handle” is not only 

that is it wrong theologically, but it is a self-centered statement. It’s all about what you can 

handle. And guess what? “It’s not about you.” It’s not about me. It’s not about us.  

  

Suffering doesn’t ask if you’re ready. It may come slowly or with a vengeance, but it doesn’t ask 

permission, and it doesn’t care about convenience. There’s never a good time for your life to be 

wrecked. But the saying “God will never give you more than you can handle” tells me I have 

what it takes. It tells me I can bear whatever comes my way. It tells me God permits trials 

according to my ability to endure. Think about what this conventional wisdom does: it points 

people inward.  

  

Yet the Bible points us Godward. As the psalmist says, “God is our refuge and strength, a very 

present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way, though the 

mountains be moved into the heart of the sea, though its waters roar and foam, though the 

mountains tremble at its swelling.”
2
 When our strength is failing under crushing burdens, the 

answer is not within. God gives power to the faint and increases the strength of the weak.
3
 The 

power comes from God to those who wait on God. 

  

We started by reading what Paul wrote about temptation in his first letter to Corinth. Now take a 

look at something Paul says in 2nd Corinthians. Paul writes how they were weighted down with 

a load of sufferings that was so far beyond their strength that they were afraid they might not 

survive: “Brothers and sisters, we don’t want you to be unaware of the troubles that we went 
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through in Asia. We were weighed down with a load of suffering that was so far beyond our 

strength that we were afraid we might not survive.”
4
 

  

I don’t hear Paul saying, “God will never give you more than you can handle” in that verse, do 

you? Paul thought he was finished. Dead! Done! Gone! He knew he couldn’t handle the trials he 

was facing because it was beyond his strength. In the midst of being overwhelmed, it occurred to 

him that he should have confidence in God and not in himself. So basically Paul is telling us that 

when we suffer in life, it is not a test from God of how much we can bear. Life gives us more 

than we can handle. Instead, when we suffer, we encounter a God we can lean on in our need.  

  

This is why the cross is so important, and not only an empty cross. Yes, an empty cross is 

important in reminding us of God’s ability to redeem the worst things we humans do, but 

sometimes when we are overwhelmed by life we need to be reminded of how the Son of God 

suffered from shame, pain, exhaustion, humiliation and injustice. 

  

When we see a crucifix, it reminds us that when we suffer, when we are in pain, when we are 

humiliated, when we are overwhelmed, we find God right there with us, suffering with us. We 

have a God who is with us and who understands and who bears our suffering with us. So if you 

are suffering today, God is there for you and God wants to help you carry your burdens and share 

your suffering and give you strength and power to get through it. Jesus gives us this invitation: 

“Come to me, all you who are struggling hard and carrying heavy loads, and I will give you rest. 

Put on my yoke, and learn from me. I’m gentle and humble. And you will find rest for your 

souls. My yoke is easy to bear, and my burden is light.”
5
 

  

We demonstrate our faith when we admit we can’t handle life on our own and trust God to help 

us carry our burdens. C. S. Lewis, that one-time atheist, said, “All genuine religious conversions 

are blessed defeats.” And by that he meant that only when we realize that we can’t handle life by 

ourselves, and are defeated by life, do we truly see our need for God. Today’s message comes 

down to this: When we are faced with more than we can handle, we can rest in the reality that 

God can handle it. So are you faced with more than you can handle today? Are you overwhelmed 

by life? Have you been trying to carry your burden on your own or have you given it to God? Or 

have you surrendered it to God? 

  

And here’s a lesson even we who are part of the body of Christ miss. Often we find that God 

helps us carry our burdens and anxieties through his people, the body of Christ. That’s right. 

That’s one of the big reasons why we need the church, why we need each other. Dr. Ellsworth 

Kalas called the “help of others” one of the “grand certainties” of our faith. The church is not an 

individualistic enterprise. The church is not a community of self-centered people. The church is 

the antithesis of that.  

  

The church should be a place where you can come and say, “I can’t handle life on my own 

strength and I need help!” The church should be a place where we are surrounded by a 

community of loving and merciful people who will bear our burdens with us. You see, when 

someone who is suffering and overwhelmed by life comes to the church, we, as the church, are 

called to put flesh and bone on the person of Jesus and his promise to bear our burdens and help 

us carry the load. The church is living proof that God suffers with us and we can depend on him. 
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Paul puts it this way: “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of 

Christ.”
6
  

  

The late great spiritual writer Henri Nouwen received the greatest revelation about faith at, of all 

places, the circus. Nouwen went to see the German trapeze group “The Flying Rodleighs” 

perform. He was mesmerized by their breathtaking performance as they flew gracefully through 

the air. At the end of the show, he spoke with the leader of the troupe, Rodleigh himself. Nouwen 

asked him how he was able to perform with such grace and ease so high in the air. Rodleigh 

responded, “The public might think that I am the great star of the trapeze, but the real star is Joe, 

my catcher... The secret is that the flyer does nothing and the catcher does everything. When I fly 

to Joe, I have simply to stretch out my arms and hands and wait for him to catch me. The worst 

thing the flyer can do is try to catch the catcher. I’m not supposed to catch Joe. It’s Joe’s task to 

catch me.” 

  

So often in life when we are faced with more than we can handle, we struggle to find more 

strength on our own. We fly through the air, desperately grasping at whatever we think will make 

us safe. Yet by trying to do things on our own power, we can grasp anything and just make 

things worse. All God is asking us to do is surrender, to allow God to catch us and hold us and 

comfort us and carry us. 

  

Have you done that? If not, I encourage you to give that some earnest thought in the week ahead.  

Just remember: when you are faced with more than you can handle, you can rest in the reality 

that God can handle it.  

  

May we pray? Lord, we are grateful that when we walk through difficulty and adversity, it is not 

you who has brought that into our lives. You don’t place struggles in our hearts or take people 

that we love or bring illness into the world. You have said that you would come and help 

us…that you would sustain us and carry us. We give thanks for those who come along our path 

and who carry us when we can’t make it on our own. God, help us to have eyes to see those 

around us who need your help and how we can be those instruments of your help for them. 

Thank you that you are our ever-present help in times of trouble, therefore we will not fear. In 

Jesus’ name. Amen.  
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